Objective: To assess the impact of network communications, community participation and elements of vulnerability on the perception of social cohesiveness in the Blue Mountains local government area (Blue Mountains LGA). Design: A questionnaire was administered to residents of the Blue Mountains LGA. Econometric analysis of the resulting data was undertaken. Setting: Blue Mountains LGA, Australia. Participants: One thousand one hundred and three residents of the Blue Mountains LGA responded to the questionnaire. Main outcome measure(s): The responses enabled the construction of variables measuring individual perceptions of community cohesiveness, their network communications and community participation. Demographic data and data on the vulnerabilities of individuals were also collected. Results: The data were used in an econometric model which identified that network communications and community participation impacted positively on perceptions of social cohesiveness while vulnerability factors had a negative impact. Conclusions: Remedial action to build community cohesiveness and network communications can be expected to have a positive impact on social cohesiveness. In developing strategies to build community cohesiveness and network communication, particular care needs to be taken to ensure the inclusion of those members of society who are regarded as the most vulnerable.
Introduction
The Blue Mountains region in New South Wales, Australia, has experienced disaster in the form of bushfires as recently as 2013, and the impact on the most vulnerable members of the community, and the community as a whole as it manages the vulnerable in disaster, requires exploration. There is a growing population of ageing people in the region with a projected increase in the proportion of those over 65 years from the current 15.7-22.2% by 2026.
1 Whereas vulnerability is generally described as temporary in the literature, that is not the case for older people, whose vulnerability increases with increasing age. 2 Social capital has been considered a key aspect of social (or disaster) resilience, 3 and Aldrich 4 regards social capital as the most important resource to mobilise after a disaster. The research presented in this article focuses on two frequently mentioned elements of social capital 5, 6 -network communication and community participation -and their impact on perceptions of social cohesion. The aim of the project was to investigate social participation, 3 social support 7 and community connectedness 8 and perceived or cognitive support, trust and sharing to determine differences in support available by age, living alone and disability. This would enable local programs to address issues in supporting the vulnerable as identified by the research, in the belief that the needs of the vulnerable and at risk could be better managed during extended periods of isolation (due to natural disaster) and situations arising from lack of connection to the wider community who may be able to offer support in times of crisis. It is evident that social involvement, such as being part of social networks [9] [10] [11] and participation in formal and informal organisations and leisure activities, [12] [13] [14] is important for health and well-being. The converse is also true that health and well-being are negatively impacted by lack of community participation for vulnerable members, particularly older people 15 and those with disabilities. 16 To summarise, the literature indicates that community resilience is a product of, among other things, the level of social capital of that community. In turn, a number of elements combine to produce a community's social capital and these elements include the extent of network communication and the level of community participation by individual community members. We would expect that a positive correlation with social capital exists between the extent of network communication and the level of community participation and that consequently, both of these elements would be positively correlated with increasing perception of social cohesion of the community. Further, we hypothesise that attitudes towards social cohesion will be negatively impacted by the vulnerability of the individuals who make up the community.
Method
A quantitative survey consisting of questions divided into five sections was employed to elicit responses from individuals in the Blue Mountains local government area (LGA) regarding their demographic and health characteristics, in addition to information relating to the three elements of social capital which are the focus of the study -network communication, community participation and social cohesion. The first section comprised questions that sought demographic information including postcode, age, Indigenous or non-Indigenous status, living arrangements and fluency in English. A single question on whether respondents had a chronic illness or disability was used to gauge limitations related to health. The second section was concerned with community participation with questions adapted from social capital surveys developed for the US Social Capital Benchmark Survey 14 and included questions about participation in associations, volunteering, going out and sharing meals with friends. Section 3 comprised only one question regarding who was most likely to provide help if needed: neighbour, family or friend. The fourth section asked respondents about their local area connections -how often they see family, friends and neighbours, and others who may be regarded as weak ties -such as people talked to while shopping. Social cohesion questions in the fifth section were concerned with how people felt about their neighbourhood and their connection to it, how supported, safe and helped they felt. Here, responses were indicated on a 5-point scale.
The survey data were employed in the econometric estimation of the following model of social cohesion (Appendix I, available from the authors on request, provides a detailed description of the model variables).
What is already known on this subject:
• Social capital is one of a set of adaptive capacities from which community resilience to disaster emerges.
• The extent of network communications and the level of community participation are regarded as important determinants of social capital.
What does this study adds:
• Our results confirm that network connections and community participation have a positive impact on social cohesion in the Blue Mountains local government area (LGA).
• Factors that imply vulnerability (e.g. older age groups, living alone and presence of a disability) had a significantly negative impact on perceptions of social cohesion.
• Social cohesion also appears to vary spatially across the Blue Mountains.
Where:
SCI Social Cohesion Index, a variable which attempts to measure the relative strength of social cohesion in their region for each respondent. It is based on a summated rating scale constructed from selected survey questions. NCI Network Connection Index, an independent variable attempting to measure the relative importance of network interactions to an individual. We hypothesised that the associated coefficient in Eqn (1) would be positive on the basis that people who had a larger number of network contacts would perceive social cohesion to be stronger.
CPI
Community Participation Index endeavours to measure, for each respondent, the relative importance of participation in community activities. We hypothesised that, in Eqn (1), the coefficient for this variable would be positive indicating that respondents who had relatively high community participation would have a stronger perception of community cohesion.
GEN
Gender dummy variable with 1 for males and 0 for females.
AGE
Age measured as the midpoint of the age category self-allocated by respondents. To capture an apparent non-linearity with respect to age an additional variable, AGE 2 is included. As individuals age, they might become more (or less) confident about social cohesion, to increase (or decrease) their participation in the community and to enhance (or reduce) their social networks. However, as people continue to move into older ages, the initial rend may atrophy and eventually reverse.
LIVE
Respondents were asked which living arrangements best described their current state. This variable records those who described themselves as living with someone -that is not living alone. Those living with someone were given the value 1 and all others the value of 0. Those living with someone (alone) are expected to be among the least (most) vulnerable members of society, and therefore, the relationship is expected to be positive (negative) in all cases.
IND
Respondents were asked to self-identify their Indigenous status with those declaring themselves Indigenous given a value of 1 and others 0. People of Indigenous status are expected to be among the most vulnerable members of society, and the relationship is, therefore, expected to be negative in all cases.
ENG
Respondents were asked if speaking English was difficult for them. A dummy variable was constructed with those responding in the affirmative given a value of 1 with others 0. As difficulty with English is seen as a factor adversely impacting on a person's ability to operate within an English speaking society, it was expected that the relationship would be negative value for all equations. DIS Disability. A survey question asked 'do you have a chronic illness or disability that limits your everyday activities'. From responses, a disability dummy was constructed which had a value of 1 for those responding yes and zero for others. A disability can be expected to restrict a person's ability to function in society, and therefore, a negative coefficient is expected in each case. NODISU65 Dummy variable that represents the base case and takes the value 1 for individuals that are under 65 and without a disability.
DISU65
Dummy variable that takes the value of 1 for persons under 65 with a disability and 0 for all others. It is expected that individuals with a disability under the age of 65 would have fewer network contacts, lower community participation and perceive social cohesion to be lower than individuals in the base group.
DIS65
Dummy variable that takes the value of 1 for persons over 65 with a disability and 0 for all others. Again, it is expected that individuals in this group would score lower on all three indices than those in the base group and, potentially, lower than those in the preceding group.
NODIS65
Dummy variable that takes the value of 1 for persons over 65 with no disability and 0 for all others. It is expected that individuals in this group would have only slightly lower values on all three indices than those in the base group.
REG
Represents a series of dummy variables for postcode regions in the Blue Mountains. The coefficient shows outcomes for respondents who have provided us with a given postcode differ from respondents who have not provided a postcode and how those who have provided a postcode differ from each other. 2 is the error term.
Results
The results of our analysis are reported in Table 1 .
Discussion
From Table 1 , we observe that many of our hypothesised relationships are supported. Network connections and community participation both have a large and highly significant impact on social cohesion (SCI).
Being male has a negative impact on SCI. One possible interpretation of this finding is that males are more likely to work outside of the Blue Mountains area or to have business networks that extend beyond the Blue Mountains. If, as a result, much of their social interaction is undertaken away from the region, then their perception of local social cohesion may be adversely impacted because they may have had less opportunity to participate locally. AGE and AGE 2 are significant at the lower end of conventional levels in the first estimation of the model. The results indicate that, initially, as people age, they become less confident in social cohesion but this is moderated as they get older.
Living with someone had a significantly positive impact on the perception of social cohesion (and, therefore, living alone had a negative impact). This finding is in keeping with our expectation that persons living alone are more vulnerable 15, 16 . Indigenous status also proved to have a significantly negative impact in the estimated model. At the lower end of significance, difficulty communicating in English also negatively impacted perceptions of social cohesion.
Vulnerability due to disability was clearly an important factor in reducing perceptions of social cohesion. In order to tease out the interacting effect of age and disability, we employed the dummy variables DISU65, DIS65 and NODIS65 in estimating a second version of the model. The base case was given by persons under 65, with no disability. The interaction variable was of the expected sign for all groups, but only significant for those under the age of 65 with a disability.
Finally, social cohesion appeared significantly higher in half of the postcodes than for the base case. The results suggest that the remaining areas are ones where it might be important to focus on remedial action.
Conclusion
Over all, the research supports the hypothesis that perceptions of social cohesion are positively associated with both levels of network communication and community participation. This suggests that enhancing both network communication and community participation will result in higher levels of the perception (and by implication the reality) of social cohesion.
Building social cohesion is essential to the development of social capital and community resilience to disaster. However, the results also provide support for the negative impact that vulnerability can have on social capital -whether that vulnerability is an outcome of age, living alone, disability or social impediments arising from race and/or language difficulties. It is also apparent that, in pursuing remedial action, different strategies are needed to raise the social capital The quantities in parentheses beside the estimates are standard errors.
†Significance at the 1%; ‡Significance at the 10%; §Significance at the 5%. OLS, ordinary least squares.
of females compared with males and that a focus on specific postcodes within the Blue Mountains is also called for.
